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 Talk to most any beef producer and he can tell you the facts of his beef 
operation.  Many cattlemen can go back three or four generation on a cow’s pedigree.  
He can tell you what bull was used on the farm for each of the last ten years.  More than 
likely he can tell you the number of calves he weaned last year.  He can tell you the 
average weight of those calves and if he topped the market, there is no doubt you will 
soon learn what price he received for the calves.  Ask this cattleman what it cost to 
produce those calves and more than likely the response will be “My calves topped the 
sale last fall.” 
  
Heavy weaning weights and good prices at the sale barn are both good things to 
brag about at the coffee shop, but what did it cost to get them?  Seven hundred pound 
weaning weights do not mean much if it cost $600 to get there.  A way to begin to 
understand these costs is to calculate an Annual Cow Cost (ACC) for the herd. 
  
The simple definition of ACC is “What does it cost per year for the joy of owning 
this cow?”  ACC will help producers to answer the question, “Is this cow paying for the 
privilege of grazing the grass or is she being paid to loaf around the farm?”  ACC 
includes everything that goes into the cost of owning the cow:  equipment, pasture 
expenses, mineral, winter feed, vet expenses, interest, vaccines, bulls, replacement 
costs, and land.  Once all these are added up, hopefully, they amount to less than what 
the cow’s calf was sold for.  If this is the case then, there is some money left over to pay 
the producer for his labor and management skills. 
 
Of all the parts of ACC, it has been documented time and time again that the 
winter-feed bill makes up the largest component.  It is not uncommon for the producers 
to find out that winter-feed makes up 45-60% of cow ownership. Through grazing trails 
at the Southern Indiana Purdue Agricultural Center (SIPAC) it has been demonstrated 
how improving grazing management can in turn reduce ACC and sub sequentially 
increase cow profitability. 
 
For the past five years a grazing trail has been run at SIPAC to evaluate two 
different grazing systems, one a 9-paddock system the other a 2-paddock grazing 
system.  Stocking rates, acreages, and forage types in both systems were the same so 
conclusions could be made about each grazing system.  In the five years of grazing, calf 
  
weaning weights, cow condition, and pregnancy rates have not shown much advantage 
to one system over the other (See table 1) However, differences in the systems are 
showing up in the number of days cattle are able to graze each year. (See table 2)  
Over the five years the 9 paddock system has shown an average of 45-days or better 
advantage in grazing days.  What this means is less days to haul feed to the cows 
resulting in a lower ACC.  
 
In a separate cow winter feeding trial run at SIPAC the winter of 2001-2002 it 
was shown there could be a huge difference in what it costs to feed a cow in the winter.  
This trial showed a range of daily feed costs from $1.07 to $1.61 per cow.  Compare this 
with a high of $0.81 per day pasture cost (summer grazing) to keep the cow grazing.  
There is money to be made by saving it.  Work out of the University of Missouri has 
shown that stockpiled tall fescue can be grazed for $0.25/hd/day, corn stalks for 
$0.05/hd/day and winter annuals for $0.61/hd/day (forage costs).  With some effort it 
can be quite easy to find other winter-feed sources than the hay bale. 
 
What does all this feed cost talk mean to the profitability of the cow herd and 
improved grazing management?  Over the five years of this grazing trial at SIPAC, there 
has been a $43.50 advantage in net income in favor of the 9-paddock system.  In the 
average 25-cow herd in Indiana, this comes to an extra $1087.50 in the cattleman’s 
pocket.  The amazing thing is that it all relates back to the number of days we are able 
to keep that cow deriving her nutrient needs entirely from the pasture. 
 
The question could be asked, “What would it take to make the 2-paddock system 
equal to the 9-paddock system in terms of net income?”  There are two ways for this to 
happen: 
 1.   Increase calf weaning weights 
2. Increase calf selling price 
 
To make up the $43.50 difference in net income between the grazing systems the 2 
paddock system would either have to gain an additional 47 pounds of calf weight or sell 
the current calf weight for an average of $7.50 more a hundred.  These requirements 
could be met but one has to be cautious of the additional costs to get there. 
 
 Although improving pasture-grazing systems does take time and some monetary 
investment, both investments are worth the effort in the end.  Though managing the 
grasses, one finds what a great crop grass can be.  With some thought given to caring 
for the forage in a pasture, a cattleman is rewarded with a crop that is very forgiving and 
productive.  He can also be rewarded monetarily through reduced ACC and increased 
farm profitability. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Table 1.  Animal Performance. 
Traditional 2 paddock MiG 9 paddock  
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 
Cow BCS +0.48 +0.82 -0.25 -0.23 -0.19 +0.5 +1.0 -0.1 -0.69 -0.31 
Calf WW 578 572 493 464 506 572 516 492 463 516 
Preg. % 100 75 93.75 100 68.75 100 93.75 93.75 100 68.75 
* Starting in 2002 weaning occurred one month earlier and cows on trial were 1st and 
2nd calf cows. 
 
 
 
 
Table 2.  Days on Pasture. 
 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 
2 Paddock 170 134 165 187 231 
9 Paddock 227 193 198 247 266 
Difference 57 59 33 60 35 
 
 
 
Table 3.  Daily Cost/Hd for Grazing Season. 
 9 Paddock 2 Paddock 
2000 $0.43 $0.51 
2001 $0.81 $1.10 
2002 $0.70 $0.81 
2003 $0.50 $0.69 
2004 $0.42 $0.63 
 
 
 
Table 4.  Average Return/Cow. 
                   9 Paddock                     2 Paddock 
  
ACC 
Calf 
Sales 
 
NET 
 
ACC 
Calf 
Sales 
 
NET 
2000 317.04 497.64 180.60 359.47 502.86 143.39 
2001 393.99 412.80 18.81 456.36 486.20 29.84 
2002 394.85 393.60 (1.25) 436.89 394.40 (42.49) 
2003 317.95 463.00 145.05 397.97 464.00 66.03 
2004 300.51 567.60 267.09 360.58 556.60 193.02 
                                             Ave. 122.06                          Ave. 78.56 
 
